256    THE MEMOIRS OF THE BARON DE MARBOT

On August 16, the day on which my eldest son Alfred l
was  "born, the Eussian  army,  more than   60,000  strongy
attacked  Oudinot,  who,   with  Saint-Cyr's  Bavarians,  had
52,000 men at his disposal.   In any ordinary war an engage-
ment in which 112,000 men took part would have  been
called a battle, and its decision would have had important
results ; but in 1812, amid belligerent forces amounting to
600,000   or  700,000  men,  the  meeting  of   100,000   only
reckoned as a combat.    At any rate this is the name given
to the affair between Oudinot and the Russians under tne-
walls of Polotsk.    This town, which stands on the left bank
of the Dwina, is surrounded with ancient earthworks.   Before
the principal front of the place, the fields, in which vegetables-
are grown, are cut up by an infinite number of little water-
courses ; obstacles which, though not exactly impassable for
guns and cavalry, hamper their march a good deal.    These
market-gardens extend to some half a league before the town ;
but to their left, along the bank of the Dwina, is a vast
stretch of meadow, level as a carpet.    That was the side by
which the Eussian general should have  attacked Polotsk.
He would thus have become master of the single weak bridge
of boats affording us our only communication with the left
bank, whence we drew our supplies of ammunition and pro-
visions.    But Wittgenstein preferred to take the bull by the
horns, and directed his main body towards the gardens, hoping
to be'able from thence to carry the place by escalade; the
ramparts being, in fact, nothing but slopes ea,sy to ascend,
though commanding a distant view.    The attack was smartly
delivered; but our infantry defended the gardens bravely,
while from the top of the ramparts our artillery, including
the fourteen guns captured at Sivoshina, did terrible execu-
tion in the enemy's ranks.    The Eussians retired in disorder
to re-form in the plain; and Oudinot, instead of maintaining
his good position, pursued them, and was in his turn repulsed.
Thus a great part of the day passed; the Eussians returning
incessantly to the attack, and the French always driving them
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